2                           A SHORT HISTORY OF OUR TIMES
with muzzle-loading rifles against 200,000 men armed with breech-loading rifles at the disposal of Prussia. Englishmen in these years thought of war as something to be waged by professional armies in remote regions without serious disturbance to the normal course of life at home, and they were taken aback by the sudden appearance of national armies, capable of indefinite expansion, on the European scene. The discovery of this new thing led to a rising demand for a policy of nonintervention in European affairs—the policy of " splendid isolation " as it came to be called—but it was at no time pursued with logic or consistency. British interests, or supposed interests, touched those of other countries at too many points in Europe and the world, and the Palmerstonian tradition that the British voice should be heard whenever great affairs were being settled, proved too strong for the role of the disinterested spectator to be possible to any British Government.
Lord Beaconsfield in 1878 decided that Great Britain could not look on while Russia occupied Constantinople and dominated the Bosphorus and Dardanelles; Mr. Gladstone a litde later became involved in European complications through the occupation of Egypt, and in the year 1885 decided that he must resist even to the point of war what seemed to be a Russian challenge on the Afghan frontier; Lord Rosebery in 1896 resigned the leadership of the Liberal party on the ground that a large number of its members, including the most pacifist, were pressing for a policy on behalf of the Christian subjects of the Sultan of Turkey which he thought would lead to war; Lord Salisbury at the end of his life found himself almost alone in his Cabinet in advocating isolation. Parties might differ as to the point which would justify intervention, but all parties had some point in mind which in their opinion would justify and even recpire it, and every British Foreign Minister had to bear in mind--though the British public might forget it— that the country was pledged to resist the-violation of Belgian neutrality, which, as the years advanced, became a more and more probable incident of any war in Europe.
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